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INTRODUCTION
Special collections are a rich yet often underutilized source of content which facilitate engaging library instruction sessions.
Benefits of holding library instruction sessions in special collections include providing student-centered active learning sessions,
introducing unique primary sources to college students, making teaching faculty aware of special collections holdings, and
developing relationships between academic departments and special collections. History faculty advocate utilizing primary sources
across four years of students’ careers: analyzing documents in first year courses, building research skills in methods classes, and
performing original research in upper level courses (Malkmus, 2010). Students build skills that help them to understand bias,
historical context, original purpose, and original audience (Bahde, 2014). Furthermore, special collections are tailor-made for objectbased pedagogy in which an artifact can engage all students by harnessing a variety of learning styles.
Active learning is effective when it utilizes activities that can be applied in real life. One purpose of the instruction session
presented in this case study was to scaffold the thinking required of education students for the selection of reading materials in their
own classrooms relative to the construction of gender in children’s literature.
This paper reports on a 75-minute one-shot library instruction session held in the special collections room of the library at
Saint Mary’s College for 23 education students investigating the construction of gender in early 20th century children’s literature.
By the end of the session, students reflected analytically upon constructions of gender by answering questions about the literature’s
creators (who), subject (what), location (where), date (when), function (why), and audience (for whom) (Paulus, 2012), and
articulated those reflections within the education disciplinary context.

CASE STUDY
Identification of learning outcomes early in the planning process is pivotal. The faculty member and librarian collaboratively
identified the learning outcome for the instruction session: after the session pre-service teachers will identify the construction of
gender in reading materials selected for their student teaching classrooms.
Prior to the day of instruction. the librarian assembled mini-collections of four to five 19th and early 20th century children’s
books from special collections on several themes: ABC books, folktales, games, math, nursery rhymes, pedagogy, poetry, and
religious studies. Each mini-collection also contained recently published books with the same theme. A few days before the
instruction session the librarian visited the instructor’s classroom to provide an introduction to special collections, to discuss
guidelines for viewing fragile monographs, and to request their informed consent to present findings from the session.
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On the day of the session, after washing their hands, students worked in groups of three with one mini-collection; among
themselves they identified a reporter, a discussion leader, and a scribe. Students were asked to reflect analytically on the construction
of gender and articulate those reflections within the education discipline by discussing exploratory questions:
•

What does the early book say about the construction of gender for the era?

•

What does the early book say about children of that era?

•

What does the early book do well, maybe even better than the newly published book?

•

Are the early books relevant to today's children? If not, why not?

•

How could they be used in a classroom?

•

Where do you see descriptions of boys, girls, women, and men that differ in the early literature from today’s literature?

•

What would you say to a child to whom you were reading the early book about those differences?

After evaluating and discussing their mini-collection for 25 minutes in their small groups, the class reconvened for a group
discussion. Each group reported their analysis and the most interesting aspects of their mini-collections back to the larger group.
Students were fascinated with the early books and the small room bubbled with their conversation and discoveries. They
remarked on the quality of the paper, the detail in the illustrations, and the richness of language. They were engaged with the
exploratory questions and each other in a more tangible way than in traditional instruction sessions. They recognized the stark
difference in the way boys and girls were portrayed in the early literature. In an early book on games, students pointed out that boys
were pictured wrestling, running, and spinning hoops while girls were illustrated picking flowers or sitting in small groups talking.
In the tome, Book of Games, rules for the game “Follow-My-Leader” state, “An active and daring boy should be chosen as leader,
the others follow him…” (Greenaway, 1889, p. 47). Engaging with these differences heightened their awareness of gender
differences as portrayed in recently published children’s literature and in the books they will be using in their student-teaching
classrooms.
Students reported that they were more aware of the contributions of children’s literature in demonstrating and even creating
gender differences that exist in a society after their examination of early children’s literature.

CHANGES TO FUTURE INSTRUCTION SESSIONS UTILIZING SPECIAL COLLECTIONS
In this case study, the instructor contacted the librarian about holding a session in special collections. To build upon this
and be proactive, one way to develop enthusiasm for special collections in other faculty is to highlight special collection holdings
and services to new faculty in faculty orientation (Reynolds, 2012).
Even though students participate in pre-session preparations such as hand washing and instructions on handling the
monographs, the session can cause undue wear on materials. In future sessions, selected materials will be held open with book
weights to be viewed but not handled, and materials will be varied from year to year.

CONCLUSION
Library instruction utilizing original materials from special collections fostered critical thinking in students, resulted in an
engaging active learning session, provided opportunity for students to engage with gender norms of a century ago, and promoted
lively, even joy-filled discoveries. One student wrote, “The early books had very concrete gender construction in which girls
embraced typical feminine traits. Without exception, images of women were staying home or with children. Sons helped fathers,
daughters helped mothers.” These observations primed students to look for gender stereotypes when selecting reading materials for
their classrooms.
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